Mrs. Selby Walker still treasures a Lacey hat she wore about 25 years ago. 
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They Talked 
Through Their Hats 

And Calgary’s fashionable women listened 




By Elaine Peake 


"It's a Feather in Your Hat to Wear Lacey 
Millinery.” That slogan with the Lacey name 
executed in feathers was a trademark of the 
Lacey sisters for many years. In fact more 
than a generation of Calgary women have 
worn — or coveted — a Lacey hat. 

Their clientelle included most of the 
socially prominent matrons of the time but 
their business had a very humble beginning 
and the first years were full of problems. 

Elizabeth Lacey and her sister Mabel Tol- 
son were born in East Calgary, where their 
British-born father was a stationary 
engineer. They attended Colonel Walker 
school and later moved to the vicinity of 
Seventeenth Avenue and Eighth Street 
Southwest. It was in this home, during the 
lean years of the early thirties, that they 
began making handicrafts and novelties to 
sell to earn a little money. 

But hats were their first love, so they 
ventured into a tiny business on 
Seventeenth Avenue calling it, grandly, 
“The Mayfair.” Their father was very artistic 
and his talents apparently continued in his 
children. In addition to the talented sisters, 
a brother, Frank, became a commercial 
artist now living in California. It was he who 
designed their first unique shop window 
display, as well as the logo which became 
their trademark. They credit their window 
display for bringing in their first customer — 
in a very unexpected way. 

“Our brother had created a wrought iron 
effect from cardboard painted black, and 
added a green backdrop. This fascinated 
passing children on our street, where there 
weren’t many stores,” says Elizabeth. 
“Finally one day a woman came into the 
shop and remarked that her small son 
had told her that she must come in and 
see what was behind the window. She 
became our first customer.” 

Mabel, who did most of the millinery 
work, designed and made a suede hat, 
gloves and purse for this lady to take on an 
upcoming trip to Montreal. Mabel had 
copied illustrations from a Paris style book 
(“Which cost five dollars. We were horrified 
at that!”). In those days styles took much 
longer to spread across the country and the 


Paris design was out of place in Calgary. 
But when she reached Montreal this well-to- 
do Calgarian was wearing the fashion of the 
day. 

The Lacey sisters made their own hats at 
first from necessity. Wholesalers in the East 
refused to extend them credit because 
many milliners were closing their doors at 
this time. During the depression a new hat 
was a luxury not many could afford. They 
learned of a fine leather company in 
England and began ordering leather in 
various colours. A very popular item was a 
combination of hand-made leather gloves 
and a hat made perhaps of velour, trimmed 
with the same leather as the gloves. “We 
couldn’t make enough of those,” said 
Mabel. 

In spite of hard times, their business 
began to thrive, due in part to their excellent 
location near the exclusive Mount Royal 
district. Their beautiful creations finally 
brought them the very cream of Calgary 
society, many of whom are personal friends 
today. And the customer need never worry 
that she might meet a friend wearing the 
same hat (horror of horrors!) because all 
their hand-made hats were exclusive 
designs. 

As their business flourished, they moved 
downtown to larger premises and the 
eastern wholesalers decided that they were 
a good risk after all. But the Lacey sisters 
didn’t think very highly of the sample hats 
that the eastern companies saw fit to send 
to Calgary, so they soon began to make 
buying trips to such cities as Montreal, 
Toronto and New York. 

Those were exciting trips for the two 


Calgary girls. They were entertained 
lavishly in the best places in each city, and 
became acquainted with some of the top 
designers of the day. “And the materials! 
There were floors and floors of straw braid 
and ribbon and every kind of trim im¬ 
aginable. It was a thrill just to feast our eyes 
on them,” said Elizabeth. 

After the war they travelled to Los 
Angeles and Seattle to work with designers 
in these cities. This experience gave an 
added flair to their creations that made 
them even more distinctive and they 
learned to add extra touches to the ready¬ 
made hats which they also carried in stock. 

Hundreds of Calgary women have owned 
hats made by the Lacey sisters and they 
remember them fondly. Many have even 
saved a favourite one, tucked away careful¬ 
ly in its own special box. (Women carried 
their Lacey hat boxes as proudly as they 
wore their hats!) It will probably never be 
worn again, but it is still a delight to its 
owner. 

The Lacey sisters closed their doors for 
the last time in 1969 and today they are 
enjoying their retirement in gracious sur¬ 
roundings. And do theymiss their shop? 
“My goodness no! We’re far too busy. We’re 
out somewhere every day, and we love our 
life.” 

They dress fashionably but Elizabeth 
admits rather sheepishly that she doesn’t 
even own a hat. And Elizabeth speaks for 
them both when she says, “All in all, the 
many years we were in business in our be¬ 
loved city were interesting ones. We loved 
making and selling hats to our beloved 
customers. Bless them all!” t 



The Lacey sisters today, Mabel left, and Elizabeth. 
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MOUNT ROYAL COLLEGE 



GLENMORE TRAIL 


FOR MORE DETAILS WIRE, WRITE OR PHONE 

salganu tourist & conuention association 

HOSPITALITY CENTRE 


Located at the display site of the greatest steam locomotive ever 
to operate in the British Empire, #5934 — this unusual centre 
combines a Locomotive display with a year round information 
centre for visitors. You’ll find pleasant knowledgeable hostesses 
always on hand to answer your questions and provide maps and 
all other desired literature. You can have a close look at the 
mighty locomotive made obsolete by the diesel engine too. 
Open every day during summer, weekdays September to June. 
6th Avenue and 14th Street S.W. 


1300 ON 6th AVENUE S.W. 
CALGARY, ALBERTA, CANADA T3C 0H8 
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CALGARY ATTRACTIONS 
FOR YOUR ENJOYMENT 


* Canada's Largest Zoo 
(Over 1400 Specimens) 

* The Dinosaur Park 
(53 Full Scale Models) 

* Happy Valley 

(All Year Family Fun) 

* Calgary Convention Centre 
(New and Superb) 

* Senator Burns Memorial Gardens 
(Summer Spectacular) 

* Calgary Brewery Gardens 

(Acres of Pleasure) 

* 5934 Locomotive Display 
(Massive 8. Majestic) 

* Stampede Park 

(Home of Calgary Stampede) 

* Canada's Largest Trout Hatchery 
(Millions a Year) 

* Bowness Park 

(Ideal For the Family) 

* Reader Rock Gardens 
(Summer Fantasy) 

* Riley Park 

(With a Cricket Pitch) 

* Glenmore Reservoir 
(Sail Boat Haven) 

* Heritage Park 
(Must be Seen) 

* Glenbow Museum 
(Fascinating Displays) 

* Centennial Planetarium 
(Canada's Newest) 

* Lancaster Bomber Display 
(W.W. II Warrior) 

* Calgary Tower 
(Simply Magnificent) 

* Crescent Road View Point 
(Looking South) 

* Blackfoot Trail View Point 
(Looking West) 

* Sarcee Trail View Point 
(Looking East) 

* McMahon Stadium 
(Home of Stampeders) 

* University of Calgary 
(Still Growing) 

* Southern Alberta Institute of 
Technology 

(Canada's Largest) 

* Mount Royal College 
(Excitingly New) 

* Glenbow Art Gallery 
(One of a Kind) 

* Prince's Island 
(Family Picnic Special) 

* Glenmore Park 
(Park on a Lake) 

* Military Museums 
(Calgary's Military History) 


★ AIRPORT TERMINAL 
★ bomber DISPLAY 
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June, 1975 




























